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Fall 2021: Iliad seminar Week 4: Greek Mythology in context 

 
SLIDE 1: Defining Greek Mythology 
 
What we call “Greek” mythology often includes Roman retellings. Evidence points to 
Greek culture influencing Roman even before the conquest. After Rome conquered the 
Greek-speaking world—which took place over a period of more than a hundred years, 
between the Battle of Corinth in 146 to the Battle of Actium in 31 BC—Roman 
appropriation of Greek culture has a political significance that is often overlooked: The 
conqueror defines the conquered. At the same time that Rome has enslaved Greeks, 
Roman writers are using Greek stories both to celebrate and express ambivalence about 
Roman power, Virgil’s Aeneid and Ovid’s Metamorphoses being two of the best-known 
and most influential examples. 
 
The complex relationship between Greece and Rome and the context of the myth 
retellings are often left unremarked in anthologies of “Greek” mythology, though both 
are significant. This session looks at some of our main sources of myth in the context of 
the historical world they came out of. In addition, this presentation is intended as a 
resource that provides an overview of some key distinctions among influential poets and 
their works. 
 
SLIDEs 1 & 2: Myth in the Greek-speaking world 
 
A brief recap of how we define “Greek” mythology, how myths functioned and their 
pervasiveness in the Greek-speaking world, especially during the archaic and classical 
periods, and a few of the paradoxes within with the myths.  
 
SLIDE 3: Greece and Rome Timeliness 
 
The parallel timelines highlight the main movements and periods in Greek and Roman 
history. Given that the mythologies have been portrayed as merging, post-Roman 
conquest, we want to be aware of how shifts in values, ways of life, and social, cultural, 
and political institutions impact the way the stories are told. 
 
It’s important to remember that all time periods involve a degree of approximation, for a 
number of reasons. Historians do not always agree universally on which time period 
events fall under, and shifts tend to be more gradual than our categories can account for.  
At the same time, marking shifts can be helpful for tracing change. 
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SLIDES 4 & 5: Archaic Greece 
 
Historians tend to mark the “beginning” of Greek history with the first Olympiad, a 
festival held in honor of Zeus that included sacrifices to the god as well as athletic 
competitions. Another development of importance is the phonetic Greek alphabet, 
believed to be the first one to have a symbol to correspond to every individual sound, 
which made literacy more accessible.  
 
In early 6th century Athens, Solon initiated reforms to address conflict between laboring 
classes (farmers, craftsmen, merchants, etc.) and the aristocracy. These reforms can be 
understood as having equalized the power balance, minimizing the aristocracy’s power 
and making broader participation in public life possible, which moved Athenian society 
closer to democracy. Later in 6th century Athens, recitation of Homer becomes part of 
the Great Panathenaia, a festival in honor of various gods (including Athena and 
Poseidon) held every four years, with athletic, musical, and athletic competitions and 
ritual observations, including sacrifices. Scholars tend to believe that Homer’s poems 
were “edited” in some way during this time, with a pro-Athenian bent. 
 
Events whose repercussions would be felt in the 5th century include Persia’s conquest of 
Greeks in Asia Minor and some of the Aegean islands, Athens’ support of their fellow 
Greek-speakers when they revolted against Persia, and Sparta and Athenian co-
conspirators gaining control of Athens. After the people revolt, they recall Cleisthenes, 
who eventually institutes voting. Athenian citizens assembled every nine days to vote on 
everything from taxes, commercial prices, road building, and declarations of war. 
 
SLIDE 6: Hesiod 
 
As we have discussed previously, at some point, roughly contemporaneously with 
Homer, Hesiod’s poems are composed, which provide an account of the beginning of the 
world to his historical present.   
 
SLIDE 7: Homer 
 
Homer’s poems follow a similar movement, from heroic to post-heroic worlds, but they 
are more intimate portraits of this shift, via the experiences of Achilles and Odysseus. 
They become the defining texts for Greek speakers. The Homeric epics have been 
experienced/read continuously since they first appeared as texts. 
 
SLIDE 8: Homeric Themes 
 
A few of the themes that are central to both Iliad and Odyssey. 
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SLIDE 9: Pindar 
 
Pindar was a lyric poet from Thebes best known for his victory odes. They both honor 
the gods and celebrate the winners of competitors at various Panhellenic festivals 
(Olympian, Pythian, Isthmian, and Nemean Games). Pindar references mythological 
figures (divine and mortal), which makes them a useful source of myth variants as well 
as for thinking about how archaic Greeks conversed with the myths.  
 
SLIDES 10 & 11: Classical period 
 
The Persian wars typically mark the transition from the archaic to classical periods. For 
Athens, the 5th century was a period of extraordinary highs and devastating lows, from 
defeating the massive Persian empire to being defeated themselves by their neighbors 
and rivals Sparta. Successfully repelling the Persians multiple times fueled Athenian 
confidence, and they began to assume a leadership role within the Greek world, which 
triggered conflict with their neighboring rivals, Sparta. During this time of change and 
conflict, intense debate ensues not only in the political sphere but also via dramatic 
competitions at sacred festivals, among philosophers, and in the emerging field of study 
that would become what we call “history.” For democracy to work, Athens seems to have 
believed, freedom of speech was essential for debate and competition to 
discover/achieve excellence, in every arena.   
 
Theoretically, the Greek-speaking world was highly decentralized, with hundreds of self-
governing city-states in existence, but they were also subject to their neighbors’ power 
and whims. Athens and Sparta practiced conflicting forms of government, democracy 
and oligarchy respectively, and each attempted to influence the city-states in their 
spheres of influence. After Sparta defeated Athens in the Athens-Sparta war, Athens lost 
their democracy. Though they regained it for a short time, the city never recovered its 
empire and was eventually conquered by Philip of Macedon at the Battle of Chaeronea 
in 338. After Philip was killed in 338, his son Alexander assumed control and initiated 
campaigns into Asia. A significant event associated with Alexander, whose repercussions 
would be felt during the Hellenistic period, is his preoccupation with Achilles (he is said 
to have travelled on his campaigns with a copy of the Iliad) and his “belief” that he was a 
son of Zeus, and hence a hero himself. His death in 323 typically marks the end of the 
classical period. 
 
SLIDE 12: The Athenian tragedians 
 
For our purposes studying Homer and looking at the reception of mythology, the 
Athenian tragedians are illuminating. All three from whom we have (mostly) complete 
plays—Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides—produced their plays during the turbulent 
5th century, and all but one (Aeschylus’ Persians) of the surviving plays draws on 
mythology for their plots. There are canonic elements (the 12 Olympians, the Trojan and 
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Theban wars, the same heroes), but there are also significant differences in how the 
specific myths are told.  
 
Aeschylus’s Oresteia (the only complete trilogy that has survived) was composed at a 
time of public confidence in post-Persian war Athens. This confidence may be seen 
reflected in the trilogy’s meditation on justice vs. vengeance; the play can be understood 
as a celebration of Athenian democracy as Athena herself, at the end of the trilogy, 
institutes trial by a jury (rather than an endless cycle of vendetta). Euripides’ Medea— 
produced in the year war officially breaks out between neighboring Greek city-states, 
Athens and Sparta—features what may have been a shocking twist on the myth: Medea 
murdering her children, victims of their father’s disastrous choices. 
 
SLIDES 13-15: Hellenistic period 
 
Alexander of Macedon’s “empire” seems to have been more concerned with conquest in 
name than in administration. Following his death, squabbling over the land he 
conquered immediately ensued, continuing for decades, and his “empire” eventually 
splintered off into three smaller ones. For our purposes, the Ptolemaic dynasty in 
Alexandria is the most significant due to cultural and administrative shifts that occurred 
there. Alexander had promoted the idea that he embodied some element of the divine, 
and the Ptolemies seem to have carried that idea forward, assigning Alexander divine 
status and establishing a cult to him in Alexandria. The Ptolemies also drew on Egyptian 
sacred beliefs and practices to legitimize themselves among locals. As the emperors of 
the here-and-how gain importance, the heroes of the Heroic Age recede in importance. 
This is reflected in myth revisions in the poetry of Theocritus and Apollonius (see slide 
17).  
 
Two significant developments for the history of myth that occur during this time are the 
rise of Rome in the west (slides 18 and following) and the development of the state-
supported library of Alexandria. Some scholars believe that the Homeric epics as we 
have them today are the product of Alexandrian scholarship, which seems to have been 
concerned with locating the “authentic” Homer (a preoccupation that continues into the 
present). While athenian dramas were, to a degree, supported by public money, they 
were done so in sacred festival and democratic contexts and supplemented by private 
donors. Athenian comedies lampooned politicians and tragedies explored ethical 
questions about power and justice. Conversely, in Alexandria, state-supported poets 
might write encomiums to emperors, while presenting gods and heroes as vulnerable. 
 
SLIDES 16 & 17: Theocritus and Apollonius 
 
Two Hellenistic poets whose versions of mythology influence our contemporary 
experience of it are Theocritus and Apollonius. What we know about them is rather 
obscured, but we have poetry attributed to them.  
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Idyll 24 by Theocritus, who may have been from Sicily, recounts Heracles’ childhood, 
featuring the story of baby Heracles strangling two snakes in his crib while his parents 
panic and scream. His Idyll 17 (excerpt in slide 17) includes praise of Ptolemy, elevating 
him above the heroes of the past. The only surviving poem of Apollonius is his 
Argonautica (aka Jason and the Golden Fleece, Jason and the Argonauts), in which 
hapless Jason struggles as a leader and is only able to recover the Golden Fleece through 
the intercession of Medea, via Aphrodite and Eros providing divine motivation. 
 
SLIDE 18: Rome Timeline 
 
Surviving Roman literature can be traced back to the third century BC during the 
Republic period. While initially heavily influenced by Greece, Roman writers 
increasingly put a distinctly Roman spin on familiar Greek forms, figures, and 
narratives. This is especially evident in the epics of Virgil and Homer. 
 
As mentioned previously, the Greek-speaking world was highly decentralized during the 
archaic and classical periods. There was never, in antiquity, a Greek empire as there was 
a Roman Empire. Philip of Macedon claimed to have “united” the Greek world, but this 
was achieved by conquest. Alexander’s Macedonian empire was a Greek-speaking one, 
but as we have discussed, “Greek” was an umbrella concept, describing a language and 
flexible set of sacred and cultural beliefs. With both Greece and Rome, we can see a 
movement from republicanism to greater centralized control, but none of Alexander’s 
successor empires experiences the degree of centralization and reach that the Roman 
Empire eventually does, though it is plagued by power struggles and civil wars. Rome’s 
trajectory is from rule by kings, to republicanism, to empire. 
 
For our purposes exploring the evolution of myth across antiquity, Virgil and Ovid, both 
of whom were active during Augustus’ reign, are significant.    
 
SLIDE 19: Virgil 
 
Virgil’s Aeneid, modeled on Homer and composed in dactylic hexameter, is of particular 
interest as it draws on Trojan war mythology, picking up the post-war story of Aeneas, 
who Homer tells us was destined to survive the fall of Troy. Virgil’s Aeneas flees from 
the burning city, leading his young son and carrying his father on his back (symbolism 
alert), to found a new empire. He leaves Dido behind because his duty to the empire 
supersedes his personal feelings and allegiances (symbolism alert). While the poem 
offers duty (pieta) as the hero’s primary virtue and responsibility (as contrasted with 
excellence—arete—for Greek heroes), scholars note moments of ambivalence, in which 
the poet seems to question whether the empire is living up to its own ideals, baked into 
the poem, including at the end of the poem.  
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SLIDE 20: Homer and Virgil 
 
Homer’s Odyssey ends with Athena interceding to order Odysseus and his household to 
end their violent conflict with the families of the slaughtered suitors. When Odysseus 
threatens to continue, Athena warns him not to provoke Zeus with unjust acts. The 
families are reconciled by Athena herself.  
 
Virgil’s Aeneid ends with his hero carrying out a revenge killing against his defeated, 
wounded enemy. The meaning of the ending is a source of debate. Did Virgil mean to 
legitimize state-approved vengeance? To warn Rome that it was betraying its own 
ideals?  
 
SLIDE 21: Ovid 
 
Like Virgil, Ovid also wrote in conversation with Greek mythology in Heroides and 
Metamorphoses, from which many contemporary anthologies draw. His versions are 
sometimes treated as the “authoritative” versions, perhaps because his Metamorphoses 
is framed as a kind of encyclopedia of Greek mythology. The theme is, as the title 
expresses, transformation.  
 
Like Virgil, Ovid’s Metamorphoses is written in conversation with Greek mythology but 
with a poignant spin: The beauty of his verse contrasts with the pervasive presence of 
violence perpetrated by the powerful against the vulnerable. Shortly after the poem 
appeared, Ovid was exiled to a distant outpost of the Roman Empire, where he would 
remain until his death.  
 
 
 

Fate and Will in the Iliad 
 
The concept of free will has a long and complex history, a preoccupation that can be 
traced back to Aristotle and Epictetus in ancient Greece, is explored in Hinduism and 
Buddhism, and has been approached from a variety of perspectives across time and 
place. Rather than impose a particular conception of free will onto the Homeric 
narrative and interrogate whether it fits that definition, we might ask a series of 
questions: to what extent do characters in Homer have the ability to make their own 
choices? When do they make choices? When don’t they? When they don’t, who prevents 
them from doing so? Does a pre-determined outcome negate the possibility and 
importance of making choices? What does it tell us about the interconnection of fate and 
will in Homer? 
 
Scenes of particular interest, regarding this: 
 
Slide 1: Book 1 excerpts 
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Athena restrains Achilles, Thetis appeals to Zeus 
 
Slide 2: Book 2 excerpts 
Thersites challenges Agamemnon, Agamemnon riles the troops 
 
Slide 3: Books 3 & 5 excerpts  
Helen challenges Aphrodite, Zeus intervenes to save Sarpedon  
 
Slide 4: Book 6 excerpts 
Diomedes and Glaucus exchange gifts, Andromache advises Hector 
 
Slide 5: Book 7 excerpts  
Agamemnon restrains Menelaus, Nestor advises Diomedes to turn back 
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